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et al.: The Voluntary Exile of Free Negroes of Pensacola

THE VOLUNTARY EXILE OF FREE NEGROES
OF PENSACOLA
BY RUTH B. BARR

AND

M ODESTE HARGIS

Longfellow immortalized the banishment of the
Arcadians, yet a voluntary expatriation equally as
touching received only a brief notice in a Pensacola
newspaper of 1857:
The Exodus:-On Tuesday last thirty five
free colored persons took their departure from
this city for Tampico, and in a few days the
balance who are still remaining will also leave.
for the same place. It was a painful sight to
see them parting from their friends and their
native country to seek homes in a foreign land.
They take with them the sympathy of all our
citizens on account of the causes which have
lead them to leave us, and also their best wishes
for their future happiness and prosperity in
their new home. 1
In the Port of Pensacola column of the same date
is listed the clearance of the Schooner Pinta - Latham, Master - for Tampico by Keyser, McVoy and
Co. with a cargo of 6200 feet of lumber and 26,325
shingles.
To understand why this little band and others
left Pensacola, and so aroused the sympathy of
Pensacolians, it is necessary to know something of
the history of a class of free negroes, known in
Pensacola as creoles. By law, every person, other
than a negro, who had one fourth part or more of
negro blood, was deemed a mulatto. 2 In the par1. Pensacola Gazette, April 4, 1857.
2. John P. Duval, Compilation of the Public Acts of the Legislative Council of the Territory of Florida Passed prior to
1840, (Tallahassee, 1839).
The term creole is used with a different meaning in New
Orleans.
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lance of the day such terms as quadroon, octaroon,
and griffe were used; but there was a class, which
by its predominance of Spanish blood, termed itself and were termed creoles.
The free colored people of Pensacola had long
formed a respected property-owning class. As the
question of abolition came to the fore, more stringent laws were passed throughout the southern
states with regard to slaves and free colored people,
and Florida was no exception.
A Territorial law of 1828 provided “That no free
negro or mulatto (except in the cities of St.
Augustine or Pensacola, and in which cities they
shall be governed by the ordinances of the corporation) shall be suffered to keep or carry any firelock of any kind, or military or other weapons. . . .
without first obtaining a license from a justice of
the peace of the county or corporation in which he
resides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
Another exception was made for Pensacola and
St. Augustine in the law which provided “That if
any master or employer of a slave shall license such
slave to go at large and trade as a freeman ,............
the master or employer shall forfeit and pay the
4
sum of $50.00 to the County Treasurer . . . . . . . . . . . . ;“
In only the two above mentioned cities could any
person permit a slave held by him as a trustee or
guardian to hire himself out without being subject
to a $50.00 fine. 5
As early as 1829 the number of free colored and
mulattoes was limited to those already in the territory.6 Limitation by an act of 1832 provided as a
penalty for any free negro or mulatto who migrated
3.
4.
5.
6.

Ibid., p. 218
Ibid., 219.
Ibid.
Ibid., 225.
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into the territory and returned a second time that
the offender should be subject to be sold at public
sale to the highest bidder for a term of five years. 7
An act of 1846 provided that any captain or
master of a vessel who brought any free negro or
mulatto into Key West was subject to a fine of $100
for each person so brought in. Shipwreck was the
only case in which exception was made. 8
In 1848 it was provided that the free negro crews
of all vessels arriving in the port of Apalachicola
could remain on board the vessel without being arrested, provided the master or captain did not allow such vessel to anchor nearer than five miles
to the city of Apalachicola, or allow such negro
crews to have communication with any other vessel,
or land upon the shores of said port or bay, unless
by shipwreck or other providential cause. 9
In 1854 provision was made for the arrival in the
Port of Key West of disabled vessels having free
negro crews. Such crews were allowed to remain
on board the vessel or on the wharf by which the
said vessel was lying, but if they were found off the
wharf they were subject to punishment. 10
Other states were just as eager to be rid of free
negroes. This fact was often noted in Florida news11
mentions a
papers. A Tallahassee paper of 1851
proposal in the Virginia constitutional convention
to expel free negroes from the limits of that State.
It quoted the Alabama Journal as saying: “The
opinion in Alabama is quite equivalent, that the free
negro population is the most dangerous incendiary
element to our existing institutions of society.
7. Ibid., 231.
8. The Acts and Resolutions of the General Assembly of the
State of Florida, passed at its second session, Nov. 1846 - Jan.
1847, pp. 61-62.
Acts. . .Fourth Session, Nov. 1848 - Jan. 1849, pp. 70-71,
9.
10. Acts . . Seventh Session, Nov. 1854, p. 58.
11. Floridian and Journal, Tallahassee Jan. 11th., 1851.
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Their example is prejudicial on the slaves, and the
opinion is very general that the steps adopted by
Virginia, to remove them, would be the best policy
which could be pursued here.”
Later in the same year the Floridian and Journal
of Tallahassee, 12 mentioned the case of Ohio, whose
fields were inviting to emancipated slaves. Four
hundred emancipated slaves of John Randolph were
taken to Mercer County through an agent, but were
mobbed and driven off. At a large meeting the
citizens of that place resolved: “That we will not
live amongst negroes: as we settled here first, we
are fully determined that we will resist the settlement of blacks and mulattoes in this County to the
full extent of our means-the bayonet not excepted.”
And again: “Resolved, That we who are here
assembled pledge ourselves not to employ or trade
with any black or mulatto person in any manner
whatever, or to permit them to have any grinding
done at our mills after the first of January next.”
It was also stated that the lately revised constitution of Ohio provided that no negro or mulatto
should come into the State; and that the recently
amended constitution of Indiana excluded negroes
and mulattoes in a manner similar to that of Ohio.
Throughout the whole period 1821-1850, the total
number of free colored in-Florida remained virtually stationary, as shown in the census returns, viz. 13
Federal Census
white
18,385
1830
1840
27,943
47,203
1850

slaves
15,501
25,717
39,310

free colored
844
817
932

12. Floridian and Journal, June 14, 1851.
13. R. M. Harper. “Antebellum Census Enumerations in Florida.” Florida Historical Society Quarterly VI, 42-52.
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1855 (State census) No report for Duval County
804
49,526
60,439
1860. (Fed. census)
932
61,745
77,747
Unwanted by the whites, feared by slave owners,
and hedged about by laws and by penalties which
he probably could not pay, the free negro or mulatto
seemed less fortunate than the slave of a kind
master.
In 1858 an act 14 was passed permitting free persons of African descent to elect their own masters
and become slaves:
Sec. 1. That it shall be lawful for any free person of African
descent now in this State, or who may hereafter be within its
limits, being over the age of fourteen years, to choose his or
her own master or mistress. . . . . .
Sec. 2. Such person may file a petition in the Circuit Court
of the county in which he or she resides, setting forth his or her
desire to choose a master, which petition shall be signed by the
Judge of Probate for and in his behalf, and thereupon the Clerk
of the Court shall, after four weeks notice, posted upon the Court
House door, issue a summons as well to the petitioner as to the
proposed master or mistress, citing them to appear before the
Court, at the term next succeeding said notice.
Sec. 3. That upon appearance before the Court or Judge thereof at chambers of all the parties, he shall proceed to examine
each separately. . . . and if, upon such examination, the Judge
shall be of opinion that said petitioner has made a judicious
choice of a master or mistress,. . . . . he shall grant the prayer
of the petitioner. . . . . from that time the petitioner shall become the property and slave of the master or mistress so
chosen. . . . . .

In 1861 the records of the Escambia Circuit Court
show two voluntary petitions of free negroes asking
to go into slavery, to wit : 15
To His Honor Allen H. Bush Judge of said court.
The petition of Florida Bright a free mulatto
respectfully shows unto your honor that your
petitioner is a resident of the County and State
aforesaid; that she is desirous of going into the
14. Acts. . . . . Ninth Session, 1858-59, p. 13.
15. Disposed Case No. 2228 (Circuit Court).
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state of slavery: that she has, subject to the
approval of your Honor, selected her future
master Captain Walter L. Cozzens, of the City
of Pensacola, in said County; and she humbly
prays that her selection of the said Captain
Walter L. Cozzens to be her future master may
be confirmed by the decree of the Hon. Court.
Filed June 24, 1861
F. E de la Rua
Clerk of Court
For Petitioner Florida Bright
C. N. Jordan
Judge of the Probate Court
Escambia County
A similar petition of George Gowan, a free mulatto, asked to have Capt. Walter L. Cozzens as his
master also.
In 1845 the State of Florida assessed upon every
freeman of color between the ages of twenty-one
and sixty years a tax of three dollars. Contrast
this with the tax of fifty cents levied upon each
slave or white male inhabitant of the same age. 16
In cases of collection of judgment against free
persons of color, the defendant, when unable to pay
out said judgment, was subject to be sold publicly
as a slave for a certain period of time. If he ran
away and were caught, his time of servitude was
doubled. However, this law did not apply to free
negroes who were residents of Florida previous to
its cession to the United States.
Picture the people of Pensacola and St. Augustine
tempering laws which were created not for the law
abiding creoles but to restrain free negroes who
might excite discontent among slaves and foment
16. Acts, 1845, pp. 21, 63 64.
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trouble between the races. As the Civil War drew
near it became more difficult for those two towns
to evade laws which were general in their application.
In 1848 it was enacted by the General Assembly
of Florida : “That from and after the passage of
this Act, free negroes and free mulattoes over the
age of twelve years, shall be required to have a
Guardian, who may be selected by the free negro or
free mulatto. And in case such free negro, or free
children, shall be minors under the age of ten years,
it shall be lawful for the father or mother, as the
case may be, to choose a guardian for the same;
and in all cases whatever the person chosen for
guardian shall go before the judge of Probate of
the county in which he or she may reside, and it
shall be the duty of the judge of probate, if he shall
be satisfied as to the fitness of such person, to give
a certificate under his seal of office to the person
so chosen as guardian; for which services the said
judge of probate shall be entiled to the sum of three
dollars, to be paid by such guardian.”
Section two provided, “that all guardians of free
negroes, or free mulattoes, shall have power to sue
for and recover all such sums of money as are or
may hereafter be owing to such free negro, or free
mulatto, and shall have the same control over such
free negroes, or free mulattoes as is possessed by
guardians in other cases. " 17
Thus far only one record of the process of the
making of a guardianship has been located in the
court records of Escambia County. This, the
guardianship paper of Benjamin Bailey, is located
among wills in the records of the Probate Court and
reads as follows:
17. Acts. . . . . .third session, Nov. 1847 - Jan. 1848, p. 27.
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State of Florida, Escambia County
all to whom these present May come. . . .whereas
Benjamin Bailey commonly called. . .Keyser, a free man of
colour and a Citizen of Escambia County and State of Florida,
hath personally appeared before Me and hath applied that Alexander McVoy of the County and State aforesaid be appointed
his Guardian.
Now know ye, that the, said Alexander McVoy is hereby appointed Guardian of the person and property of the said Benjamin
Bailey, with all the rights, powers and privileges
granted to
guardians in such case made and provided by law. 18
Witness, the Hon. Charles N. Jordan Judge of the Court of
Probate of the County of Escambia, State of Florida May 28,
1852 A. D.
Charles N. Jordan Judge of Probabte for Escambia County.

We may surmise that the people of Pensacola,
and perhaps St. Augustine, did not enforce the
guardianship too rigidly, for in 1856 a more stringent act of the Assembly provided that all free
negroes or mulattoes over twelve years of age who
failed to have a guardian as provided by the act
of 1848, were subject to a fine of not less than $10.00.
If the fine were not paid, the Judge of Probate was
authorized to commit the offender to jail until the
fine and costs of proceedings were paid. 19 Further
provision was made to prohibit any persons from
buying or selling to a free negro or mulatto in Florida without the written consent of his guardian. 20
The penalty was a fine of from $100 to $500.
THE EXODUS

Imagine the feelings of these proud free negroes,
some with a large proportion of Spanish blood, who
owned considerable property, served on juries with
their white friends and held a respected place in
18. Probate Will File, 0-46.
19. Acts Nov. 1856, p. 27.
20. Old-timers with whom the writers have talked invariably
speak of the gar-deens.
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community life. 21 Such a guardianship was equivalent to the stigma of slavery and must have been
a severe blow to their pride.
Their white friends sympathized with their distress and offered to become their guardians merely
as a legal formality so as to insure formal compliance with the law. But their pride revolted at
even this nominal mark of servitude and the little
community was a scene of agitation and distress.
The fatal day fixed for compliance drew near and
the situation had to be faced. Many owned their
homes and other property besides; most of them
were bound to their native Pensacola by the attachments of a lifetime.
Expatriation was suggested-a voluntary abandonment of their native land. After discussion, this
was finally accepted with virtual unanimity. Mexico
was decided upon as their future home and they
proceeded resolutely to execute their plans. A vessel was chartered to transport them, and with stout
hearts, though with lamentation on the part of
some, they bade farewell to the land of their birth
and went out to seek new homes. 22
As the vessel moved away from Palafox wharf,
the mother of Athalie Gagnet tossed a rock into the
bay, saying, “O, rock, when you come up again,
I’ll come back to Pensacola.” However, after the
Civil War, some of these families returned to their
loved Pensacola, and Athalie Gagnet, known and
21. Book 4, United States District and Superior Court of West
Florida, page 71, John Pons, a juryman.
Deed Book 0, page 185, Maria Rosaria (free woman of
color) gives slaves to her son, John Pons.
Same, Book 4 mentioned above, page 64, Antonio Collins
sworn as Grand Juror.
Deed Book, Francisco Collins was guardian of Antonio
Collins.
22. An account in a Pensacola newspaper of a date about 1900,
unsigned but believed to be written by W. E. Anderson,
mayor and life-long resident of Pensacola.
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loved by many of the older Pensacolians, is buried
in St. Michael’s cemetery, (the burying-ground of
Pensacola’s whites for more than one hundred
years) in the plot with the white family for whom
she worked so long.
Shortly after the sailing of the Pinta with the
first company, the Pensacola Gazette carried a notice of Knapp and Gonzalez of the sailing of the
A No. 1 Schooner William, Captain Page, having
good accommodation for passengers, leaving Pensacola for Tampico on or about the first day of August,
for freight or passage. As there was likely no
other passenger traffic, it seems probable that the
remainder of the free colored people who emigrated
went on the Schooner William. 23 The only other
information found on the sailing of the Schooner
William was a listing in the Gazette of September
Schooner William, Page, Cardenas,
5, 1857:
cleared.
Some of these people, less high-spirited perhaps,
preferred to remain in Pensacola under a guardian,
for Escambia County Deed Books show frequent
records of the operation of guardianship procedure.
The majority of these were in 1857 and 1858. Some
examples follow :
I, Zenon Souchet, as guardian of Euphrosine Hinard, a free
woman of color of the county of Escambia, do hereby consent
to her buying from and selling to any person or persons any
real, personal, or chattel property in the
county aforesaid for
the term of twelve months from date. 24

Some permissions granted were more specific.
Carmalite Ordognes, free woman of color acting by
and under written consent of her guardian Joseph
Gagnet (which said written consent is a matter of
23. Pemacola Gazette, July 4, 1857.
24. Escambia County Deeds. Book M p. 422.
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record in the clerk’s office Escambia County) sold
to Wm. F. Lee lot 74. . .for $785. 25
Marianna Domingues, free woman of color, acting under and with written consent of her guardian
Zenon Souchet was allowed to sell slaves, Virginia,
a negro woman, and her child of 18 months for
$1200. 26
Lawsuits of free colored people were also carried on with consent of guardians. For example,
“Philamena Paris, a free woman of color, by her
guardian, Celestino Gonzalez, complained of Charlotte Etienne, that Charlotte Etienne was indebted
to her, Philamena, for $600, for the wages or salary
of said Philamena before that time. . for the services of said Philamena by her before done and
performed as the hired servant of Charlotte
Etienne.“ 27
It is interesting to note that Charlotte Etienne
who was alleged to have done the hiring, also had
a guardian, Peter Gonzalez. 28
LIST OF GUARDIANSHIPS :
Guardians
Free people of color
Francisco Moreno .................................... Isabella and Maria Durant
Celestino Gonzalez .................................... Philamena Paris, Case 1709
Peter Gonzalez .................................... Charlotte Etienne, Book M, Deeds
Sebastian Barrios .................................... Maria Navarro, M 472, Deeds
Sebastian Barrios .................................... Maria Rosaria, O-5
Sebastian Barrios....Fernando and Severino Barrios, Deeds P 217
Miguel Quigles .............................................................. John Panton
Francis Bobe .................................... Francisco Cassiano, Deeds N 106
Francis B. Bobe .................................... Celeste Panton, N 108
Zenon Souchet ............................................................ Felicite Campo
Zenon Souchet .................................... Marianna Domingues
Zenon Souchet .................................... Euphrosine Hinard
F. E. de la Rua .................................... Miguel P. Soto and Manuella
F. E. de la Rua .................................... Adele Noriega
Joseph Gagnet .................................... Carmalite Ordognes
Francisco Collins .................................... Joseph Collins and Mary Ann
Francisco Collins .................... Antoine Collins and Arthemis, his wife
25.
26.
27.
28.

Ibid., p. 424.
Ibid., p. 100.
Disposed Case No. 1709 (Circuit Court Files).
Pensacola Commercial Nov. 24, (masthead 23rd) 1883.
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Joseph Fornaris .................................... Louise Palao, N 55, Deeds
Dillon Jordan .................................... Joseph Ruby, N 190, Deeds
Joseph Sierra .................................... Benjamin Ruby Case 2154
B. D. Wright .................................... Raimon Lambert and Cornelia

Obituary notices attest the respect in which these
people were held:
DIED. . . in the 105th year of her age, Louise
Reggio. The deceased was a colored woman, and
to many she was better known as Louise Parellas.
Generations have flourished and passed away in her
time, and there are those living today who have
reached that period called “the seer and yellow
leaf” who remember Louise as an old woman when
they were children. There are hundreds in our city
who will recall with pleasure the time when the old
29
"coffee woman” served them in years gone by.
DIED. . . John Rigo. The deceased was a native
of Pensacola, being a quadroon and a descendant
of one of the earliest settlers. John Rigo enjoyed
the respect and confidence of all who knew him, and
the confidence was made manifest on more than one
occasion by his elevation to places of public trust.

There are living today in Pensacola several
families whose ancestors went into voluntary exile
to Tampico (or “Topeka,” as they call it). In one
known instance romance was the result, for shortly
after arriving in Mexico, one of the emigrants fell
in love with and married a Mexican girl. When
they returned to Pensacola, a daughter ten years
old returned with them. Today this daughter,
Carmalite Borras, well remembers some incidents
of her childhood life in “Topeka”.
According to the recollections of one old Pensacolian, some of the emigrants went to Haiti, but no
record has been found to substantiate this.
29. Florida Sentinel, Tallahassee, July 1st., 1871.
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